CLINICAL PSYCHIATRY is a rich and often challenging discipline. Clearly and concisely describing, in book form, the myriad presentations, tools of assessment and methods of treatment is no easy task. Yet Professor David Castle from Melbourne and Darryl Bassett from Perth, assisted by fellow Australian psychiatrists in some of the chapters, have achieved this with their "primer". Medical students, in particular, and students of other health disciplines as well, will find this book very useful, but it will also appeal to general practitioners wanting a quick refresher or ready resource.
As one might expect, the book covers the psychiatric interview, common investigations, major syndromes, biological and psychological treatments, and issues pertaining to special patient groups (eg, child and adolescent, old age, forensic, "dual disability").
A problem frequently encountered with introductory texts of this type is that, in attempting to provide a broad overview in limited space, they become "remote", are reduced to checklists, fail to convey the essence of a field, and lack soul. Such criticisms cannot be levelled reasonably at Castle and Bassett' s book. For instance, the numerous case examples, advocacy for a hierarchical classification, and boxes and tables of practical information (such as "A safe restraint method" in the chapter on psychiatric emergencies) infuse the text with relevance and life.
The book is not without quirks. For example, the only appendix, "Objective Structured Clinical Examinations (OSCEs) in psychiatry" sits oddly, if confirming the book' s utility for students. And the reason for including substance-use disorders among "special patient groups" rather than "psychiatric syndromes" is elusive, given the prevalence of such disorders. Finally, the authors eschew discussion of the ethical dimension of psychiatric practice, which I think is necessary even in the briefest and most basic of primers.
Despite these limitations, this is an excellent text, bound to enhance the psychiatric knowledge and skills of the reader and, thus, render psychiatry less daunting.
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